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Abstract: Building an ideal ‘nation’ in multicultural Malaysia remains a considerable challenge. 
Given that Malaysia is an ethnically pluralist society, the force of ethnicity is the key to any 
discussion of nation building in this country. Ethnicity mainly the Malays and non-Malays groups are 
marked with complex social patterns in which each ethnic group upholds their different cultures, 
languages, religions, regions and worldviews. Therefore, this paper argues that nation building in 
Malaysia is strongly linked with the framework of managing ethnicity to promote ‘one Malaysia 
nation’ or ‘Bangsa Malaysia’.In evaluating the Malaysian government’s efforts at nation building, this 
paper examines several Malaysia national policies that regarded as social engineering reforms after 
the May 1969 riots. These reforms were embedded in the formulation of the New Economic Policy 
(NEP) and Rukun Negara (national ideology), the reformulation of the National Language and 
Education Policy, National Cultural Policy, Vision 2020 and the 1Malaysia concept. Despite having 
confronted the non-Malay communities as they saw efforts by the government to consolidate Malay 
nationalism into national policies as an attempt to turn nation-building into an ethnic project, these 
policies have been able to play a crucial role in rectifying the socio-economic imbalances and they 
have succeeded in achieving mutual tolerance (if not mutual acceptance) amongst various ethnic 
groups. 
 






Building a nation and forging national unity presents a considerable challenge in a multicultural, 
multilingual and multi-religious country; particularly for a newly independent state like Malaysia. As 
a new independent country, Malaysia in a state of searching a unique identity as a ‘nation’, yet a 
‘nation’ can only be nurtured by a stable and integrated society with shared commonalities. The social 
contract or ethnic bargain has been recognized as the basis of Malaysian consociational polity during 
independence and it remains in place today. However, the main thrust of the bargain which gave the 
Malays special rights in order to address their socio-economic backwardness has not been adequately 
addressed by the Alliance government. At the outset of independence, the government had been 
preoccupied with various challenging political tasks which threatened the stability of the state. Factors 
such as the continued communist insurgency, the formation of Malaysia, confrontation with Indonesia 
and the ‘Malaysian Malaysia’ campaign espoused by Lee Kuan Yew, the former Prime Minister of 
Singapore were critical issues which needed attention. The non-Malays (mainly the Chinese) 
perceived that Malay political hegemony and the ‘exclusive’ constitutional provision made for the 
Malays under article 153 had rendered them ‘second class’ citizens (Ishak, 1999, p. 73). The Malays 
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however, saw that the strong Chinese economic power and their rising political influence posed a 
serious threat to Malay political hegemony. This conflict generated the worst ethnic turbulence ever 
seen in the country; the May 13 1969 racial riots. Most scholars argued that economic inequality was 
the main factor that led to this ethnic violence (Fenton, 1999; Verma, 2002; Ibrahim, 2007; Yong, 
2004; Shamsul, 1996). It was reported that casualty figures of the riot approached around 178, but the 
total number that were killed was estimated to be much higher. The 1969 riots will be remembered as 
the darkest chapter that altered the socio-economic setting of Malaysia. It was regarded as a taboo in 
Malaysia because of its highly controversial nature.   
 
 
MANAGING ETHNICITY AND NATION BUILDING AFTER 1969: AN ANALYSIS OF 
MALAYSIAN NATIONAL POLICIES  
 
There is no doubt that is not easy to accommodate a multicultural society under a single political 
order. As discussed above, the May 1969 racial riot has become the most serious short-term 
communal period of violence in Malaysian history. This communal violence motivated the Malaysia 
government to reappraise its overall policies and embark upon several social engineering reforms. 
These reforms were embedded in the formulation of the New Economic Policy (NEP) and Rukun 
Negara (national ideology), the reformulation of the National Language and Education Policy, 
National Cultural Policy, Vision 2020 and the 1Malaysia concept. Furthermore, these reforms were 
seen by some as an attempt to build a sense of identity in the country with the ultimate aim of 
achieving national unity.  In evaluating the Malaysian government’s efforts at nation building and 
national identity, the discussion below will examine the extent to which these reforms made an impact 
on the project of nation formation in this country. 
 
 
NEW ECONOMIC POLICY (NEP) 
 
Bitter experience prior to the 1969 riots revealed that ethnic differences and division had its 
drawbacks particularly when they have no intention to create homogeneity and unity throughout the 
nation. Moreover, the free economy system that was practiced during this period was seen as 
incapable of ensuring the systematic distribution of ‘economic cake’ to all people. Fenton (1999) 
argues that the underlying cause of ethnic violence and tension was the relative economic 
disadvantage of Malays and their non-participation in the modern and modernizing sector. Indeed, the 
government argued that economic disparities between the Malays and the non-Malays were the root 
cause of the May 1969 riots. These were described as “a legacy of the colonial administration and its 
policy of ‘ethnic division of labour’” (Brown, Ali, and Wan Muda, 2004, p. 3). Therefore, the 
Malaysian government undertook a major economic plan to  address the issue of poverty amongst the 
Malays and indigenous people by formulating the New Economic Policy (NEP) to cover a twenty 
year period (1970-1990) (Abdullah & Pedersen, 2003; Ibrahim, 2007).Saravanamuttu (2004) states 
that through the NEP, the government attempts to restructure the society by increasing its stake in the 
economy; through poverty eradication regardless of race and elimination of economic functions with 
ethnicity in particular those in the rural areas.  
 
However, the NEP is regarded as pro-Malay when most of the affirmative action programs have been 
created to eradicate poverty among Malays. Evidence of this comes from many government attempts 
to improve Malay social and economic standing through scholarships and quotas for Malays in 
education, employment and government contracts (Kheng, 2004). The government believed that, to 
create a just and harmonious Malaysian nation, there had to be an economic balance. In this regard, 
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Daniels (2005) notes that the NEP provided special benefits for Malays with the express purposed of 
bringing up to par with other wealthier races. However, these affirmative attempts have increased 
feelings of dissatisfaction amongst non-Malays as they have been sceptical of the NEP as a form of a 
‘discriminatory practice’. Guan (2000) argues that NEP gave more benefit to the Malays and denied 
equal opportunity to the non-Malays as he describes: 
 
In Malaysia the economic inequality between the ethnic groups and the prevalence of 
ethnic stratification and mobilization transformed the personal sense of deprivation 
into an ethnic collective sense of ‘relative deprivation (Guan, 2000, p. 15). 
 
Shamsul (2001b) contests these views and states that those who criticize the NEP tend to overlook the 
ways non-Malays have benefited from the NEP by setting up business with Bumiputera (especially 
Malays) partners. He argues that the ‘Ali-Baba’
1
 relationships were forged wherein Malays provided 
the contracts while the non-Malays especially Chinese active in the management of enterprise. Thus 
the Chinese economic hegemony was never broken or even challenged. For Ibrahim (2007, p. 165), 
the policy is fair due to the ‘backwardness’ of the Malays resulted from the segregation in the ‘divide 
and rule’ policy by the British. Thus, the NEP provides an opportunity for Malays to ‘catch up’ 
economically with the Chinese and other non-Malays. In fact, a number of non-Malays successfully 
emerged as new business tycoons in Malaysia during the policy period. Moreover, government 
support for Chinese businesses has increased dramatically and evidence suggests that the richest 
person in Malaysian is, at the time of writing; Chinese. As Tan (1990, p. 35) argues as a consequence 
of NEP: 
 
State expansion generated a boom, creating opportunities for big Chinese capital in 
sectors like housing, property development, construction, wholesale and retail trade, 
and financial services. 
 
On the whole, different views and perceptions emerged amongst different ethnic groups when 
affirmative action policies like the NEP were implemented even though it was intended to promote 
national unity. Such views show that ethnicity has a major influence in Malaysia socio-economic 
policies. Nevertheless, considerable positive progress has been made by the NEP even though it 
targeted a 30 percent share of the economy for Malays and Bumiputera did not fully succeed. The 
Malay equity ownership has increased almost 13 times from 1.5 to 19.1 par values and 1.7 times for 
the Chinese i.e. from 22.8 to 37.9 and 1.7 times for the Indians, i.e an increase from 0.9 to 1.5 
(Gomez, 2004, p. 158). Apparently, this social re-engineering that took place under NEP has 
succeeded in bringing about gains for the Bumiputera community especially in reducing the 
identification of ethnicity with occupation, and significantly so for higher level occupations (Singh & 
Aziz 2003). This improvement has led to many Malay middle class groups emerging in the 
community. The NEP seeks to share new wealth amongst all Malaysian citizens. Therefore, it can be 
argued that unity of different ethnicity in Malaysia could be materialized if the economic growth is 
justifiably shared among all Malaysian people; in particular the poor and those in need regardless  of 
ethnic background.  
 
 
                                                     
1 Ali Baba is the method of awarding contracts, where a Malay/Bumiputera company gets a government contract through 
affirmative action. But the real work is sub-contracted to another company for a profit, usually a non-Malay/non-Bumiputera 
firm which is more skilled. Ali being the Malay/Bumiputera, fronting a Baba or Chinese or Indian company. 




Following the 1969 riots, the government grew more determined to accelerate the pace of promoting 
national unity in the country. Rukun Negara (Articles of Faith of the State) which was formulated on 
the basis of Islamic values was proclaimed on 31 August 1970 as Malaysian national ideology (Po-
Chu, 1999). The proclamation of the Rukun Negara was an important milestone towards national 
integration. It serves as a guideline and foundation in all Malaysia national building efforts based on 
its five key tenets which are (Balakrishnan, 2010, p. 93): 
 
i. Believe in God 
ii. Loyalty to king and country 
iii. Upholding the constitution 
iv. Acknowledging rule of law 
v. Good social behaviour and morality 
 
Furthermore, it is the policy of the government to create a liberal society based on the Constitution 
and to allow its people to practice their own religion, customs, and culture in peace and harmony as 
long as these are consistent with the requirements of national unity. According to Tan Sri Ghazali 
Shafie who was the ‘architect’ of Rukun Negara, the Rukun Negara would “serve as the nexus uniting 
the people of Malaysia’’ (cited in Means, 1976, p. 400). While Means (1976, p. 401) argues that what 
the government wanted was to make all Malaysians bound by the principles of Rukun Negara, and it 
intended to make Rukun Negara a cornerstone of its basic strategy for government policy on 
communal issues. In short, the creation of a national ideology as represented in the Rukun Negara laid 
a crucial foundation for the construction of national identity and nation formation in Malaysia. 
 
 
NATIONAL EDUCATION POLICY AND NATIONAL LANGUAGE 
 
In retrospect, the development of an education system in Malaysia was created gradually. Since the 
colonial period, education in Malaysia has been based on the British system. The British adopted a 
laissez-faire approach to education in Malaya that led to the establishment of five types of schools. 
These were Malay vernacular schools, Chinese vernacular schools, Indian vernacular schools, English 
schools and Malay religious schools. This situation led to the association of ethnicity with schools and 
ultimately perpetuated and reinforced cultural pluralism in Malaysia even after independence (Ishak, 
1999, p. 110). In 1950, The Barnes Report was the first attempt to moot the idea of a single national 
education system which sought to abolish vernacular schools for the development of a united nation 
(Yacob, 2006; Po-Chu, 1999). However, the basis of the national education system in Malaysia was 
laid by the Razak Report issued in 1956. This report spelled out a clear definition of a common 
curriculum within a national system of education with the Bahasa Melayu (Malay language) as the 
national language and medium of instruction (Saad, 1983). After the 1969 race riots, the importance 
of Bahasa Melayu was further enhanced and taken as the means to unify the multi-racial society and 
as the basis to foster a national identity. 
 
As a reaction to the 1969 riots, the Cabinet Committee on Education made a number of important 
recommendations and reforms in an attempt to redress economic imbalance between Malays and non-
Malays. Thus, in order to provide equal and balanced educational opportunities to the Bumiputera 
(Malays and indigenous people in Sabah and Sarawak) that were economically disadvantaged, the 
‘racial quota’ policy was adopted whereby “the ethnic composition of the student population in 
universities should reflect the ethnic composition of the country” (Molly, 1999, p. 90). The special 




 for the Malays and other Bumiputera in education has been very controversial and is still 
considered a sensitive issue. It has created much tension and dissatisfaction amongst other ethnic 
groups. They feel that the quota system has been unfair and the government has treated them as 
‘second class citizens’ in their own country (Guan, 2000; Neo, 2006). This opposition gradually 
subsided when in 2003 the government replaced the quota system with a system of meritocracy in 
local higher institutions to calm the situation and to encourage fair competition. 
 
In regards to the intent of developing a sense of national identity, as mentioned earlier, Bahasa 
Melayu was propagated as the primary vehicle to build a new Malaysian identity. Starting in 1970, the 
Bahasa Melayu, replaced the English Language in all English schools and applied to the teaching of 
most subjects. Nevertheless, Chinese and Tamil primary schools, as well as Chinese private secondary 
schools that taught subjects in the vernacular were allowed to exist to addresses the needs of each 
ethnic group. Clearly, the main objectives of Malaysian education policies  at the outset  of 
independence underpins the crucial role of the education system in forging a new Malaysia nation, yet 
without undermining the prevailing status of vernacular education. 
 
Attempts to forge a common national identity and nation building were also apparent in 1988 and 
such attempts were targeted towards “enhancing an individual's potential wholly and integratedly in 
order to develop a harmonious and balanced society in terms of intellectual, spiritual, emotional and 
physical aspects” (Yacob, 2006, p. 36). Additionally, the position of Islam is integrated as a 
prominent aspect in constructing the pattern of the Malaysian education system. In higher institutions, 
Islamic study has become a compulsory subject for all Muslim students to take before they graduate. 
The non-Malays on the other hand have been required to attend moral education lessons which are 
based on Islamic values.  In primary school, non-Muslim students need to attend moral lessons during 
which Islamic subjects are taught to Malays. These policies were advanced in an attempt to reinstate 
the close relationship between education and religion (Poh-Chu, 1999). Apart from that, in order to 
construct a common set of national values and attitudes, considerable emphasis was placed on the 
teaching of Malaysian history, geography and literature in the curriculum, with the intention to instil a 
sense of loyalty and pride in the country (Yacob, 2006). In short, such efforts provide a conducive 
condition for the spread of patriotism/nationalism and national unity with regard to the project of 
nation building and national identity in Malaysia. 
 
While the role of education and the national language were instrumental in the rise and spread of 
nationalism and in promoting a sense of nationhood, development and modernization appeared as 
significant factors that influenced the pattern of the Malaysian education system. In 1996, the 
Malaysian government introduced the 1996 Education Act which brought some shift in the National 
Education Policy. The government endorsed a liberalisation of education policies along with the 
privatisation of education in the tertiary level and this allowed English to be used as medium of 
instruction in private universities and colleges (Saravanamuttu, 2004). The government’s rationale for 
the amendment of the education act was to pave the way for Malaysia to emerge as a centre of 
excellence in higher education in Southeast Asia (Ishak, 1999). This amendment gave non-Malays 
more opportunities to access higher learning. The new Act however, sparked disputes between the 
government and Malay intellectuals. They saw the education reform as implicating the position of 
Bahasa Melayu as the national language as well as the effort of nation building and constructing 
national identity through this language.   
 
                                                     
2 Quota system is one of affirmative action program in New Economic Policy (NEP) to assist Malays and indigenous by 
setting a quota of 55% of university places and scholarships for Malay and the remaining 45% for Chinese and Indian 
students (Haque, 2003). 
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Following, the latest policy was the re-implementation of English Language as a medium of 
instruction for science and mathematics in secondary schools (ETeMS). This sparked much debate 
since its endorsement in 2003 after 33 years of using Bahasa Melayu (Pandian and Ramiah, 2003). 
This change was initiated by Tun Dr. Mahathir on the justification that most of the terms in both 
subjects were recorded in English and these would help students increase their English Language 
proficiency (Syed Zin, 2002). This was interpreted by both Malays and non-Malays as something that 
impacted on their language status; the Malay language as the National Language and the non-Malay 
mother tongue as a main medium of instruction in their education system. 
 
Although the endorsement of English Language in the Malaysia educational realm is seen as  
beneficial for future development, if aspects of homogeneity are crucial to reinforce unity and 
reconstruct national identity in Malaysian society, clearly the 1996 Education Act. And (ETeMS)may 
not have much to contribute. Thus, in parallel with  shortcomings in the latter policy and in light of 
protests from both Malay nationalist and non-Malay organizations, the government decided to revert 
to using the National Language in teaching Mathematics and Science  from 2012 (Nor, Aziz & Jusoff, 
2011). In general, the philosophical approach of Malaysian education policy and language have been 
facing dilemma. On one hand there is a socio-political need to promote Bahasa Melayu for the cause 
of national unity. On the other hand, the English language has the pragmatic value for the nation's 
economic and technological development. Therefore, it is suggested that any educational planning and 
implementation requires some revision to formulate the best approach for the new nation. 
 
 
NATIONAL CULTURAL POLICY 
 
It has been the policy of the government to seek some form of common denominator amongst its 
plural population. Fostering a national culture was seen as practicable approach. In 1971, two years 
after the May 1969 riots, Malaysia National Culture policy was approved by the government. The 
basis of this policy was the core of Malaysian culture should be native-based (Malays) and based on 
Islam while leaving room for innovations and acceptance of the other cultural elements that are 
constructive towards nation-building (Saad, 1983). Whilst the Malays generally welcomed the policy 
guidelines as it merged with the aspiration of Malay nationalism, the non-Malays (especially the 
Chinese) saw the policy as a major threat to the multi-ethnic characteristics of Malaysian society. 
Indeed, they viewed this as another step in the direction of a constant erosion of their culture and as a 
move towards assimilation under the domain of Malay and Islamic cultures and traditions (Ishak, 
1999; Soong, 1990). The Chinese community demands that all ethnic cultures in the country should 
be given ‘equal treatment’ in the process of building the national culture of Malaysia.  
 
As discussed earlier, the formulation of a National Cultural Policy was structured based on the culture 
of the Malays as the majority, yet consideration was given to suitable elements of other cultures. This 
could be interpreted as a form of compromise, whereby the core of national culture will remain 
‘Malay’, but elements of other cultures would also be recognized as part of the national culture. 
Clearly the assimilation concept and specifically the combining of different ethnic group 
characteristics into a single community is not possible due to cultural and religious differences that 
exist amongst different communities in Malaysia. In brief, cultural policy is more complicated than 
other kinds of policy because culture can neither be forced nor commanded. The conflict over 
National Cultural Policy only reinforces the fact that the cultural dimension of national identity and 
nation building is much too complicated to be resolved when it is combined with ethnicity. The 
solution that has so far been seen as most practical is accepting some of the cultural elements of non-
Malays as sub-cultural alongside Malay attributes which remain core elements. Such a construct is 
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seen as an attempt to mediate any further conflict from both sides. Although this may allow some sort 
of cultural pluralism to exist, the idea is seen as acceptable in order to cultivate a common 





The most notable and popular policy or concept that unified Malaysian government efforts in nation 
building is Vision 2020. This idea was introduced in 1991 by former Prime Minister, Tun Dr. 
Mahathir Mohamad with the intention that by the year 2020 Malaysia will achieve developed nation 
status with its unique characteristics. In this regard, Vision 2020 focused not only on economic 
aspects but also on the interconnected features that  are driving Malaysia development; for instance 
social justice, quality of life, moral and ethical values, work ethics and so on (Mohamad, 1991, p. 1). 
The formulation of Vision 2020 seems to indicate the direction in which the Malaysian nation might 
be heading.  
 
In achieving this long term vision, Malaysia had to be able to meet the nine challenges; the first and 
foremost of which was the establishment of a united Malaysian nation made up of one ‘Bangsa 
Malaysia’. As Mahathir asserted: 
 
The first of these (nine central strategic challenges) is the challenge of establishing a 
united Malaysia nation with a sense of common and shared destiny. This must be a 
nation at peace with itself, territorially and ethnically integrated, living in harmony 
and full and fair partnership, and made up of one “Bangsa Malaysia” with political 
loyalty and dedication to the nation.  (Mahathir, cited in Beng, 2006, p. 10). 
 
Besides the challenge to build a united Malaysian nation, the other eight challenges are: 
 
(1) Creating a psychologically liberated, secure, and developed Malaysian society. 
(2) Fostering a democratic society. 
(3) Establishing a fully moral and ethical society. 
(4) Establishing a mature liberal and tolerant society. 
(5) Establishing a scientific and progressive society. 
(6) Establishing a fully caring society and a caring culture. 
(7) Ensuring an economically just society. 
(8) Establishing a prosperous society 
(Mohamad, 1991, pp. 2-4) 
 
These nine challenges, which are mutually enhancing and interrelated, provide a strong foundation for 
the construction of Malaysian nation and national identity. Thus, in theory, Vision 2020 can be seen 
as an attempt to mitigate national identity crises as it would drive ‘Malaysian nationalism’ towards 
non-ethnic nationalism. In essence, what Mahathir and the Malaysian government envisioned was that 
all Malaysian citizens would be territorially and ethnically integrated and would be a people with 
strong ethical and religious moral values living in a prosperous, just, liberal and caring society based 
on the family system. Such Society also would be technologically innovative. As the vision of 
creating ‘Bangsa Malaysia’ is the intention, Vision 2020 could be seen as a strong devise to advocate 
the spirit of the notion of the Malaysian nation that the state wanted to develop.  
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Following the Vision 2020 promulgated by Tun Dr Mahathir, the latest attempt has been the 
‘1Malaysia’ concept promoted by the sitting Malaysian Prime Minister Datuk Seri Najib Tun Razak. 
1Malaysia according to the Prime Minister is not a new concept or formula but rather something 
which many Malaysians are familiar with, since previous leaders have advanced as a main objective 
the fostering of unity amongst Malaysia citizens. Najib has embraced a slogan of ‘People First, 
Performance Now’, which hinges on mutual respect and trust amongst the various races (Mohd Sani, 
et.al., 2009, p. 116). This slogan will guide most government programs and policies linked to the 
economy, politics and the general direction of the government.  
 
The basic philosophy that underpins this concept is unity that is based on tolerance engendered from 
mutual acceptance, social justice and shared values. These are strengthened by the nation's ‘historical 
reality’ and guided by the supremacy of the constitution and the Rukun Negara (Bernama, 2009).  
According to Tan Sri Lee Lam Thye:  
 
Malaysians cannot run away from the reality that to attain a cohesive and united 
Malaysia, they need to accept and practice the concept of 1Malaysia, which is all 
about one people and one nation (Yayasan 1Malaysia, 2011).  
 
Above all, the concept of 1Malaysia that the Prime Minister perceived seems to be moving towards 
the ‘Bangsa Malaysia’ concept which the former Prime Minister, Tun Dr. Mahathir proposed.  There 
is no doubt that this is reasonable and justified as unity and nation building are fundamental for any 





Attempts at nation building to create a ‘Malaysian nation’ in Malaysia have gradually evolved 
through history. It has been illustrated that the outbreak of the 1969 racial riots has deeply scarred 
Malaysian history and this outbreak marked a turning point in Malaysian political process and ethnic 
relations management. This was the event that largely forced the government to introduce major 
changes in their policies in attempts to restructure society and foster unity. Despite having confronted 
the non-Malay communities as they saw efforts by the government to consolidate Malay nationalism 
into national policies as an attempt to turn nation-building into an ethnic project, these policies have 
been able to play a crucial role in rectifying the socio-economic imbalances and they have succeeded 
in achieving mutual tolerance (if not mutual acceptance) amongst various ethnic groups. In fact, in the 
process of nation building in a plural society, certain, if not all, ethnic groups have to compromise on 
some of their own traditional values in order to foster a common loyalty, especially in a newly 
independent state. More important, the mentality and the pattern of thinking, as well as the spirit of 
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